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Cross-cultural studies have been in a bind since the late 1980s， to a large extent 
precisely because of the pervasive recognition of Orientalism and the success of 
postcolonial theory. Academia however failed to provide a home for the various facets 
of transcultural inquiry. Postcolonialism was largely confined to the repercussions of 
imperialism, and in particular of Western powers. After all, one of Edward Said^ 
most inspiring arguments is that the Orient is none other than a disavowed part of a 
Western genealogy, that the Orient is construed out of a self-abjection that relegates 
the rejected part of the West to the inassimilable Other. Some found in Orientalism a 
new excuse for declaring the uniqueness of non-Western cultures to the point of shut­
ting off any comparison other than the study of direct influence. The alternative came 
to a large part from sociologists and anthropologists, who discerned networks across
political, national, and cultural barriers. Yet the transnational model has stayed close 
to its origin in social sciences. It has focused on the conditions of production and re- 
ception and contributed little to the understanding of textual dynamics. Few have ad- 
vanced methodological frameworks that span different cultures and yet avoid privileg­
ing the moment of ^impact^ or “encounter.”
A  novel approach that skirts these thorny issues was presented in Lydia Lius
Translingual Practice: Literature, National Culture, and Translated M odernity-------
China, 1900-1937 (Stanford: Standford University Press, 1995). Tokens o f Exchange^ 
published four years later， should be regarded as a companion to Liu’s earlier book. In 
short, Liu proposes that dictionaries reflect little of the process in which words are 
translated from one language into another. As they cross linguistic barriers, ideas and 
the phrases that connote them are transformed. The ideological constructs associated 
with any specific term are rarely imported with it; another power structure takes over 
as soon as the term is deployed in another cultural setting. More specifically, Liu fo- 
cuses on the shaping of nationalism and modernity in China in the first third of the 
20th century. Formulated through loan-words from European languages and especially 
from Japanese, these concepts developed along lines that can be fully understood only 
by paying attention to the ^translingual practice** through which they were produced. 
Tokens o f Exchange takes up the argument where Translingual Practice left off. Liu^ 
first book focuses on a relatively short period and on a small set of terms. It stays close 
to the linguistic metaphor, as evidenced by the appendix that lists loanwords. Tokens 
o f Exchange, on the other hand, covers translingual negotiations in areas as diverse as 
theology, law, medicine, and gender, from the 16th to the 20th centuries. Since it is 
impossible to provide here a thorough examination of each of the essays, I will fore­
ground the book^ major concerns.
The most straightforward evidence for the relationship between translingual prac­
tices and power structures is provided in essays dealing with methodological issues 
that arose when translators first formulated schemes for negotiating Chinese and Eu­
ropean languages. Roger Hart discusses the theory developed by the Jesuit missionary 
Matteo Ricci, which attached a theological value to the lexical absence of the copula in 
Chinese. Ricci devoted much energy to proving that the Chinese custom of ancestor 
worship, rather than being incompatible with Christianity, left a lacuna where the Chris-
tian God could be introduced. The Chinese language, claimed Ricci, was hampered by 
the lack of the copula, and in the absence of a way to refer to eternal existence, effaced 
the concept of God. In his polemic, Ricci used a specific passage in the Confucian 
Analects， yet as Hart points out, Ricci’s argument contained the seeds for a more radi- 
cal thesis adopted by later scholars，namely， that China and the West constitute two 
incommensurate worlds. The logical jump from the linguistic observation to an 
overarching cultural assertion relies primarily on the assumption that linguistic differ­
ences can account for conceptual differences. As Hart mentions, the thesis that one*s 
thoughts replicate one’s language would later be spelled out by the philologist Emile 
Benveniste (based on the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis). Hart does not challenge the philo­
logical thesis, which has come under attack and would fall apart in Ricci's case-------
one may bear in mind that Aristotelian metaphysics has largely been translated into 
European languages from the Arabic, which has no copula either. Yet Hart is more 
interested in a second, more insidious logical flaw, namely, that a good deal of imagi­
nation must be invested to declare cultural differences as unbridgeable. In this respect 
translation cannot be separated from ideological judgment. Lexical divergence, com­
bined with a strong belief in the objectivity and immutability of one s own system of 
reference, becomes the grounds for the hijacking of linguistic terms.
Similar uses of translingual practice are explored in Qiong Zhang^ contribution, 
which shows how Ricci also campaigned to translate the term gi ( 氣 ） as “air” rather 
than as “soul，” circumventing again the possibility that Confucianism had already 
assigned a place for metaphysical entity. As in treating the copula, Ricci had little 
interest in either the linguistic connotations or the historical associations of the word.
His translation was guided by considerations of power-------in this case, the authority
to interpret Confucianism before the Pope. The extralinguistic parameters in transla­
tion are foregrounded also in Haun Saussy s essay. In his typical combination of wit 
and erudition, Saussy explains Mhow the Chinese language lost its grammar/* Saussy 
focuses on William Dwight Whitney’s lectures of 1864, in which the renowned Ameri- 
can linguist claimed that Chinese had no grammar. Like Ricci before him, Whitney 
was not simply making a syntactic argument but rather reaffirming an ideology. 
Whitney rendered a passage from Mencius in an ungrammatical way, thereby illus­
trating the lack of grammar in Chinese. As Saussy points out, Whitney could have
consulted James Legges translation, which presents the same passage in contemporary, 
idiomatic English. Yet by ignoring Legges translation, Whitney could assert that Chi­
nese is an incomplete language, unlike English and its Aryan originator, Sanskrit. 
Whitney’s 仕anslation was a clear case of translingual practice, a chance to assert 
geopolitical views in linguistic garb.
Language has shaped not only early encounters but also issues at the heart of 
Chinese modernity. Tze-lan Deborah Sang shows how the discourse on homosexuality 
during the Republican period engaged, through the very translation of the term 
^homosexual love，> and the venues in which it was publicized, unique views of subjec­
tivity and identity. Nancy Chen discusses the discourse on mental health in the 20th- 
century China and maps the ongoing negotiation among neologisms based on Western 
psychiatry, Maoist emphasis on mental hygiene, and traditional healing practices. 
Jianhua Chen focuses on the evolving connotations of 容 ( 革  D ， or revo】udoiL 
First denoting the Confucian legitimation of dynastic change, the term was picked up 
by reformers such as Sun Yat-sen and Liang Qichao. Sun found in the term, introduced 
from Japan, a way to argue for the overthrow of the dynastic system. As Chen points 
out, Liang?s use was perhaps even more radical, in that it placed China within a univer­
sal history, as its gem ing would correspond to gem ing in other countries; moreover, 
political revolution was linked to a ' revolution" in poetry, establishing new links be­
tween culture, ideology and politics. Whereas Chen points to the attempt to establish a 
universal semiotics of revolution, Q.S. Tong and Wan Shun Eva Lam discuss the prob­
lems in implementing a lingua franca, in the form of either English or Basic English, 
and foreground the idiosyncratic cultural considerations behind teaching a purport­
edly universal language.
Inasmuch as the essays mentioned above exemplify the transposition of language 
into the realrn of power， another set o f articles shows the direct involvernent of brute 
political power in linguistic practices. Lydia Liu shows that while the Qing dynasty5s 
Sinocentrism has been blamed for the Chinese authorities' failure to cope with the 
Western military threat during the Opium Wars, the purported Sinocentrism was in 
fact a British invention, aimed at discrediting the Qing administrators. In fact, court 
officials, from Prince Gong ( 恭親王）to Lin Zexu ( 林則徐 ） and the ■Zongiiyamen 
( 總理衙門 ） , acquainted themselves witia international law in translation. British pub-
lie opinion was swayed by the argument that Qing law denigrated foreigners in refer­
ring to them with the term yi ( ^  ); the lexical dispute was used to justify military 
intervention. Yet the conflict between the Qing and Western powers had little to do 
with ignorance. To a large extent, the problem was that Western powers proclaimed 
international law -------based on the values of Christian civilization------- as univer­
sally valid, yet in the process of being translated, the legal terms acquired new meanings, 
to the point where neither the Chinese nor the English versions could represent an 
exclusive truth. Translation did little to negotiate the differences of opinion and even 
less to change the balance. At the end of the day, officials on both sides saw military 
power as the ultimate arbiter.
The relation between power and language comes up also in Alexis Dudden s analy­
sis of the use of international law to legitimate the claims of the Meiji government in 
the late 19th century, and especially in James Hevias essay on the plunder in Beijing in 
1860 and 1900. Hevia shows how what started as an uncontrolled plunder of the Impe­
rial Summer Palace in 1860 became a legalized <<lootingM of war trophies. Rather than 
large-scale theft, the loot was elevated to an ideological level, reaffirming BritainJs su­
periority over the Chinese empire. Hevia is primarily concerned with the change in the 
legal and political legitimacy of looting, yet in the context of Liu's collection one may 
elicit more far-reaching implications. The re-appropriation of the art objects and their 
transport from China to Europe becomes an apt metaphor for the shifting discourse 
about war booty. The material objects were accompanied by their symbolic meaning, 
which changed through the course of travel. As Hevia points out, the symbols of Qing 
affluence and civilization were transformed to signs of the Chinese empire's weakness 
and the Western nations5 role as heirs to its sophistication. The objects were imbued 
with values that depended not only on aesthetic attributes but also on the power struc­
ture that facilitated their transport.
The volume^s contribution to rethinking and expanding the idea of translingual 
practice is especially conspicuous in the essays that deal not with the transposition of 
language but of other discourses, such as conceptions of health and music. Larissa 
Heinrich focuses on Lam Qua^ early 19th-century paintings of pathological conditions. 
The paintings are fascinating not only because they are an early exercise in Western- 
style portraiture and of transposing Western conventions of medical illustration; but
they are also embroiled in the nascent representation of China as the “Sick Man of 
Asia/' In the process of being exhibited and interpreted in the West, the paintings 
became part of a racialized narrative that reaffirmed the inability of the Chinese to act 
in their own best interest. The exchange of material culture is explored also in Andrew 
Jones^ paper on the introduction of the gramophone to China. As Jones demonstrates, 
the circulation and production of music records soon became a matter of patriotic 
pride, a symbol of national modernization, and a facilitator of identity formation.
The volume brings together nicely the different issues and places them within a 
unifying methodological concern. One may almost wish that Liu, as editor, had been 
more heavy-handed in promoting her theory and brought forth the importance of 
translingual practice for understanding the disparate cases. Tokens o f Exchange elo- 
quently makes the case for translingual practice as a powerful tool for investigating 
any form of intercultural mediation， and in particular for reading modernity and na- 
tional identity. One can hope for future studies that will explore the implications in 
other cultural aspects and geopolitical settings.
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